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Abstract
The Bright Young People were a much-publicized aristocratic coterie and a fragment of a generation that had been old enough to remember the Great War, yet too young to have fought in it. This generation placed more importance on the Armistice of 1918 than the War’s commencement in 1914 as the War’s end undeniably separated them from the generation that fought. Coming of age in the late 1920s, this generation was forced to face the economic, political and social changes wrought by a War in which they had no real role. The Bright Young People reacted to these changes in audacious ways – solving interwar problems with adventure, flamboyance and flair, yet solving them nonetheless. However, the root of their desire to garner attention and make a statement can be found in their age: just a few years younger than the ‘lost generation’, they were constantly compared to men and women who sacrificed on field and home front even though they could not possibly have taken part themselves. They grew up in an atmosphere of solemnity as Britain strove to remember the War, and they desired to make noise in the silence so as not to be forgotten.
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The 2 January 1929 edition of the Bystander included an article by Ethel Mannin entitled ‘The Lost Generation’ – a phrase typically used to identify the generation of young men who died or were incapacitated in battle during World War I that many believe would have been England’s best and brightest leaders during the 1920s and 1930s, popularised by Ernest Hemingway in The Sun Also Rises. Yet Mannin employed the phrase in the late 1920s to describe those who were too young to participate in the war effort. Now approaching their mid-twenties, they ‘were of the War, and yet had no part in it’. Out of this generation, 
thousands of young men joined officers’ training corps only to find the War over before they had finished their training; thousands of young women began to turn their thoughts for the first time towards munition work, canteens, and women’s units, as late as the beginning of 1918, but before they had properly begun to realise that at last the War had caught them up it was all over; for us of the in-between generation the War happened too early in our lives for us to realise its significance, and yet not early enough to implicate us. (Mannin, 1929: 4)
In Mannin’s view, this ‘middle generation’, not the soldiers, was truly lost: ‘too young to be “pre-War”, too old to be “post-War”’ (1929: 4). The middle generation, forever stuck in the paradox of remembering the War but not having participated in it, encompassed less than a half-decade; yet it was significantly distinct from the war generation who fought and the post-war generation who grew up with no memories of the War.​[1]​ Born between 1903 and 1905 and thus around ten years old at the start of the Great War and fourteen at the Armistice, they were more surprised by the War’s end than by its beginning. The young men of the middle generation, having anticipated fighting in the Great War, now felt purposeless in a way that those who participated in the War never understood. In the face of the solemnity of the post-war period, one privileged, aristocratic coterie in particular, deemed the ‘Bright Young People’ in the press, lashed out as they came of age in the late 1920s and strove to make a name for themselves and be heard in the midst of the deafening silence of the Armistice. This article will argue that the Armistice of World War I created an impenetrable boundary between the war generation and the middle generation; and during the years 1926–1929, the middle generation was forced to adapt to an unprecedented economic, political and social environment. Specifically, this coterie of wealthy young adults – the Bright Young People – chose creative alternatives to maintain the party-going and party-throwing lifestyle of their aristocratic ancestors, while also satiating the middle generation’s need for adventure and pursuing recognition in light of the heroic and faultless ‘lost generation’ who never returned from France.​[2]​

Identifying the Bright Young People
Newspapers and tabloids applied the phrase ‘Bright Young People’ or ‘Bright Young Things’ liberally,​[3]​ but even journalists were at a loss as to how to define them. In his column ‘Arnold Bennett’s Modern Girl’, appearing in the Bystander on 23 January 1929, Ralph Straus asked, ‘But what is a Bright Young Thing? Goodness only knows’. To answer Straus’s question, the Bright Young People were an association of young aristocrats with thin ties and weak cohesion whose membership has never been accurately or consistently defined and whose response to the changing post-war environment became headline news in London during the late 1920s. As Patrick Balfour stated in Society Racket, 
The Bright Young People, of course, were never a specific ‘Society’… but simply what the name implied: a collection of people who were bright, young, and​—hitherto—innocuous… Though not explicitly a ‘Society’, they were, nevertheless, a definite group of people, linked by a community of impulses. (1933: 165–166) 
Yet, the Bright Young People almost never used the term themselves, unless in jest; but they would have all been familiar with the phrase. Because of the condemnation associated with the title, most of the individuals designated Bright Young People by the press adamantly insisted that while the term applied to others, and often their close acquaintances, it did not apply to them, increasing the difficulty of identifying them. Just as journalists struggled to name the Bright Young People, they also struggled to number them. An article detailing a late-night party in the 13 July 1929 edition of the Evening Standard, ‘The “Baby Party”’, claimed attendance of 200 Bright Young People while an article referencing the same event two days earlier in the Daily Express, entitled ‘300 Guests at a “Baby” Party’, put that number at 300 or more. And that was just one party. Douglas Goldring’s 1945 book on the 1920s set the number of total Bright Young People at several thousand (1945: 225). Still, the Bright Young People comprised only a small percentage of the middle generation: they were overwhelmingly upper class and public-school educated, and included literary and cultural figures such as Harold Acton, Patrick Balfour, Cecil Beaton, Nancy and Diana Mitford, Brenda Dean Paul, Anthony Powell, Stephen Tennant, Evelyn Waugh and Henry Yorke, who wrote under the nom de plume, Henry Green.​[4]​
	The Bright Young People became headline news between 1926 and 1929 as they solved unanticipated post-war problems in a unique and spectacular, but effective, style. Mannin, who was part of the middle generation but not a Bright Young Person, considered these four years the ‘heyday of the Bright Young Things’ (1971: 45). Brenda Dean Paul, one of the Bright Young People, agreed, claiming 1926 was the year that ‘brought the first of the freak parties, fancy dress balls on a grand scale’ (1935: 101). By the summer of 1929, however, their antics became stage-managed stunts and their ‘entertainments pallid imitations of what had gone before, the territory colonized by younger acolytes’ (Taylor, 2007: 321). The publicity given to the Bright Young People influenced everyone in the middle generation for, as Patrick Balfour – a Bright Young Person – suggested, ‘the very fact that its news is so prominently transmitted to so many millions of readers renders it significant… What the Press describes as Society is going to influence the public as much as did its conception of Society before the War’ (1933: 83). Although the press publicised the most extreme and to the sons and daughters of the most aristocratic and well-known in order to sell newspapers and tabloids, the entire middle generation felt set apart from the war generation. The many newspaper articles cited in this article attests to the entire middle generation sharing similar sentiments of guilt and resentment and desiring an adventure they felt they had eluded them when the war ended; yet the majority of the middle generation did not react to these feelings and desires in the same ways as the Bright Young People.
	The Bright Young People exemplified one way of responding to the post-war problems of the middle generation through creative adaptations to the post-war environment and the initiation of new social conventions. As Henry Ford explained in the Sunday Chronicle on 7 July 1929: ‘Naturally with their new problems they are making some mistakes; every generation does. The world is all new to them as it was to us. But… they have the ability to solve their own problems in their own way’. For the Bright Young People, the world was a ‘world of utter insecurity’; and, having received an education designed for a secure pre-war society, this generation was ‘a hybrid, hovering between two worlds and two systems’ (Balfour, 1933: 157). As the Daily Mail pointed out on 6 May 1927, ‘The greatest social problem of to-day is the effect of the impact of modern youth impelled by enthusiasm and force of new ideas, upon a disillusioned older generation which has passed through the grim forcing-house of a world war’. The Bright Young People of the middle generation faced an unprecedented situation and chose to solve their problems in their own way, even if that meant facing disapproval from the older generations, who often viewed their original and provocative social behaviours designed to answer the economic, political and social problems created by the Great War as deviant – an inaccurate perception that has persisted into modern historiography.
	The problem of the post-war economy expressed itself in several ways for the aristocratic Bright Young People. Taxes rose to repay war debts, implemented with the help of the 1911 Parliament Act that destroyed the power of the House of the Lords to veto money bills passed by the House of Commons; and death duties, exacted on estates worth at least £2 million, increased dramatically, affecting families that lost patriarchs and heirs in the Great War. With less disposable income, the Bright Young People devised clever ways to continue the party-throwing lifestyles of their ancestors, including ‘Bring a Bottle’ parties and cocktail parties, which a Bystander article from 5 June 1939 described as showing ‘no indication of diminishing’ since hosts only had to serve smaller crowds drinks and snacks rather than several-course meals. Smaller crowds solved another economic problem: the transition from townhouses to flats as the aristocracy sold their city mansions to pay taxes on their country estates. Yet another adaptation to the loss of townhouses was the rise of nightclubs, often built on the site of demolished mansions, although unlike private house parties, nightclubs were not immune to the law.
	In many ways, wartime politics continued to rule post-war Britain through the Defence of the Realm Act, or DORA, which included restrictive licensing laws for the new nightclubs of the 1920s, such as those run by Kate Meyrick and frequented by the Bright Young People. Meyrick infamously solved the problem of illegal nightclubs by bribing Police Sergeant George Goddard to warn her of imminent raids, thoroughly frustrating Home Secretary William Joynson-Hicks, or Jix as he was unaffectionately known. Jix ‘justified his ruthlessness by a colourfully exaggerated denunciation of the evil he intended to crush’, giving nightclubs a reputation for much more lewd activities than those that actually happened and guaranteeing the raids would make headline news (Blythe, 1983: 36). With nightclubs restricted by licensing laws, the generation gap proved greater than ever – Jix’s moral crusade and obsession with nightclubs represented authority throughout the tightly controlled, conservative twenties and contrasted sharply with Kate Meyrick and the Bright Young People, symbols of the playful, liberal twenties. The enforced gloom of London due to DORA’s restrictions was described in the Bystander on 30 January 1929 as ‘humiliating discomforts as a permanent result of having won the War’. While many of the older generations felt the need to maintain the War’s sombreness, the Bright Young People were determined to have their fun in society while they could.
	As with economic and political changes, social changes also arrived. Young people embraced new fashions directly influenced by the War, such as shorter skirts for women after fabric rations initiated the rise of hemlines and ‘effeminate’ clothes for men in response to the masculinity of the military uniform they were never allowed to don. The loss of almost one million British soldiers in the Great War meant young women of the middle generation grew up hearing the women of the war generation bemoan their lack of marriage prospects, leading many of the Bright Young People to develop a flippant attitude towards marriage. During courtship, they abandoned the notion of chaperones as ‘a luxury which no mother can afford since the new poor have become the old poor and the new rich the new poor’ (Balfour, 1933: 57). Group dates became standard as hosts found it difficult to make even numbers of men and women for formal parties, often sending invitations to young women ‘and partner’. Once the main courtship rituals disappeared, the seriousness attached to marriage also decreased. The Bright Young People threw mock wedding breakfasts and often married legally without apprising their parents, or if informed, without accepting their guidance or advice. Then, when their marriages inevitably broke down, they threw divorce parties such as the one described in the Sunday Chronicle on 19 May 1929 ‘given by a popular young man to celebrate his return to single blessedness’ in which ‘a selected group of the host’s intimate friends were disguised as the judge and counsel in his case, and, of course, there was a comic court usher’. Courtship, marriage and divorce, just as with cocktail parties and nightclubs, had become one more attempt at adventure and one more adaptation of the Bright Young People to the post-war problems that went misunderstood by older generations.

Dividing the generations
Typically, generations – groups of people loosely associated by age but strongly united through key events experienced simultaneously – blend and overlap seamlessly; yet in the late 1920s, the idea of a great chasm between the war generation and the middle generation was ubiquitous. Samuel Hynes argues the instability of the years 1914–1918 shaped a strong cognizance of generation gaps as ‘generation-consciousness is weakest in the most stable societies, in which each age group succeeds the one before it, inheriting property, class, occupation and values, and is strongest when continuities fail’ (1991: 383). This period of only four years saw dynamic changes in every aspect of the human experience – changes that often occur naturally, but gradually rather than rapidly – and therefore fully divided the generations. Pierre Nora defines generation as ‘a category of representative comprehension; it is a violent affirmation of horizontal identity that suddenly dominates and transcends all forms of vertical solidarity’ (1996: 503–504). In this sense, the middle generation felt connected to each other horizontally through the shared experience of exclusion, and this same exclusion destroyed vertical solidarity both with the war generation above them who directly participated in the war effort and whose contemporaries died on the battlefield as well as with the post-war generation, born during or just after the war, which had no memories of those years or lingering resentment from their exclusion.
To return to Hynes: ‘A generation exists when it thinks it does’ (1991: 383), and the middle generation definitely saw itself as separate and distinct from those above them who had fought in the war. Looking back on the 1920s, Anthony Powell asserted,
This ‘age-gap’ of the Twenties was a chasm to make all subsequent ones of its sort seem inconsiderable. Men and women grown up before 1914 were not only older, they were altogether set apart; and thus they remained throughout life. You never caught up with them. (1976: 147–148)
In a 1921 article for his prep-school paper, Lancing College Magazine, Evelyn Waugh acknowledged this separation as a result of the ‘great gulf of the war’ (1983: 11). Waugh personally experienced this divide as his older brother, Alec, fought in the war. Although only six years separated the two, after the War, Evelyn and Alec thought of one another more as uncle and nephew than brothers (Amory, ed., 1980: xix). Rather than a typical generational break that occurs between parents and children and spans several decades, the generational gap between the war generation and the middle generation alienated siblings with an age difference of mere years.
Similarly, the war generation also frequently referred to the generation gap between their generation and the middle generation. Indeed, it was one of this generation, Alan Lascelles, an English soldier still on the fighting fields of France at the Armistice, who first coined the idea of the ‘lost generation’. On 11 November 1918, Lascelles delineated the generational divide as he wrote in his journal, ‘Even when you win a war, you cannot forget that you have lost your generation’ (1986: 258). Before he returned to Britain, Lascelles had recognized the experience’s repercussions on those who fought, and this division between generations persisted throughout the next decade. On 6 May 1927, a Daily Mail article argued that those of the war generation ‘often feel that there is a mysterious gulf which seems to separate them from the younger generation to whom those four tragic years are only a vague memory of childhood’. Similarly, a 26 January 1930 article in the Sunday Chronicle commenced: ‘What a gulf there is between the war generation of young men and the young men of today’ before relating a story of a dinner party at which all the men present except one fought in the War. The man who had been too young to fight remarked, ‘I feel quite a stranger with you fellows who have been in the war… I feel somehow as if you had lived and I had not’, before adding that ‘he wished that he, too, had been old enough to be in the war’ – a common sentiment felt by the middle generation. 
Even the women of the war generation – although lacking combat experience – experienced this rift. On 25 August 1931, Ursula Bloom admitted in the Daily Mail, ‘The fault lies not with us but with our times. In those years 1914 to 1918 we lived an entire century of change.’ Vera Brittain, only a few years older than the middle generation, born in 1893, referred to the generational divide when discussing her thoughts toward marriage. Brittain married a man ‘of the War generation, and that was all that really mattered’ to her as 
had he been post-war I could not under any circumstances have married him, for within the range of my contemporaries a gulf wider than any decade divides those who experienced the War as adults from their juniors by only a year or two who grew up immediately afterwards. (1934: 617​–618)
The war generation knew how unnatural war could be, having been old enough to remember vividly the peace of Edwardian England and then having suffered the War first hand. They believed the middle generation possessed an ignorance of the War that could not be remedied without experience, an experience that in their opinion did not extend to the mere anticipation of participation.
	Although too young to fight, all young men of the middle generation were affected by the War. Almost all lost an older brother or father, if not through death then at least for the duration of the War. This generation was raised with few male figures to guide them, and often even their mothers worked outside of the home in support of the war effort (Murray, 1929). In an editorial response to the ‘Modern Girl’s Brother’ article that appeared in the Daily Express, Colin Sydenham remarked on 13 July 1925 concerning the middle generation: ‘let us remember that in the vital years of his boyhood his father was at the front, and his mother was consequently too worried to give proper attention to his upbringing.’ Similarly, a 15 July 1928 article in the Sunday Chronicle claimed that the War ‘has resulted in the present generation of youngsters having – to their immeasurable loss – been deprived of a father’s guiding hand and wisdom throughout the most critical years of their lives’. Because this generation had not been taught the conventional way to approach unprecedented situations, it should have been no surprise that they would choose unconventional avenues of problem solving later in life. As Noël Coward poetically asked in a 1927 song, ‘What’s going to happen to the children, when there aren’t any more grown-ups?’ (1973: 98). For some, this seemed ‘a good question as any to ask of the decade in which Harold Acton, Evelyn Waugh… whooped and roared’ (Wilson, 205: 241). For Bright Young People such as Acton and Waugh, the Armistice initiated a generational shift that irreparably marked them as different and affected the ways in which they remembered the War.

Remembering the Armistice
While the Armistice of 1918 was greeted with relief by most of the older generations, it shocked the middle generation, and thus the Bright Young People, more than the declaration of war in 1914. Born around 1904, the middle generation had barely reached the age of ten when the War broke out; and four years later, their wartime memories greatly outweighed what they remembered of peacetime Edwardian England. They spent their formative years dreaming of joining the war effort as soldiers, nurses or factory and farm workers; and yet the War ended before they got the chance. In 1922, a member of the older generation, Charles Masterman, penned one of the first histories of post-war England, England after War. Masterman described the middle generation as having ‘no picture in their minds of any condition of Society in which the world was not at war… Humanity is still stunned, not by the noise, but by the silence, of the guns’ (1922: 7). Speaking for the middle generation in her ‘Lost Generation’ article, Mannin described the same sentiment: ‘For us of the Lost Generation the Armistice was a much bigger shock, a much profounder experience, than the declaration of war… it was real to us as that tragic day away back in our childhood could not be’ (1929: 4). For those of the middle generation, the Armistice split their lives between war and post-war while, for the older generations who remembered life before the war, it was greeted with relief, marking the end of a horrific interlude.
	The middle generation, however, were forever united by an adolescent experience that was important more for the absence of their involvement than its presence; and thus, they exemplify the theory of a cohort effect on collective memory set forth by Howard Schuman and Willard Rodgers. Schuman and Rodgers affirm that, based on their study of the importance of historical events such as the Depression, World War II and the assassination of John F. Kennedy in the lives of Americans, events were deemed more important by participants who experienced them during their adolescence than those who were older at the time; and, in terms of collective memory, ‘the crucial carriers of collective memories of an event are not all who were alive when the event occurred, but mainly those individuals who experienced the event during their critical ages of adolescence’ (2004: 250). The exclusion from the most important event of the age impacted the memory of the middle generation in ways unexpected by the war generation who saw the middle generation as ‘dismissed into the outer darkness’, according to Ethel Mannin’s ‘Lost Generation’ article, because they were still at school and allegedly unaffected (1929: 4).
Yet the Bright Young People’s recollections of the end of the Great War show the profound effect the Armistice had on this generation, refuting the conclusion of the older generations. Incorporating an unfamiliarity with peacetime as well as a perceived belief that the war should not have touched them, these remembrances further support Shuman and Rodgers’s cohort effect. For example, Harold Acton remembered hearing about the Armistice while at Eton and wondering if it could possibly last. For Acton, ‘a state of war had come to seem as normal as recurrent thunder and lightning, and throughout the ensuing years I never felt that peace was permanent’ (1948: 84). Two more Bright Young People wrote memoirs under the delusion they were the only children who were aware of the War; yet evidence proves they were not alone. Daphne Fielding, née Vivian, alleged, 
The war came to an end when I was still at St. James’s. It made very little difference to a child’s life; but in my case it had turned my father into a remote figure who, from time to time during the last three years, had come back on short leaves. (1954: 69)
Similarly, in his memoir, To Keep the Ball Rolling, Anthony Powell claimed that his experience differed from the typical experience of children born in 1904, such as himself, who ‘were scarcely aware of World War I taking place; beyond a dim memory of chocolate in short supply. Such is not my own experience. For me the impact of the war was menacing from the beginning’ (1976: 57). In ‘The War in the Younger Generation’ appearing on 13 April 1929 in The Spectator, Evelyn Waugh summed up the feelings of the majority of children who grew up during the War and described how the younger generation viewed the War as ‘the atmosphere of their adolescence’. For the Bright Young People, the Great War of their teenage years altered the rest of their lives, particularly due to its extensive duration and the cataclysmic economic, political and social effects on British high society.
The Bright Young People are a testament to how a complete and total war such as World War I influences those who grow up too young to fight as they reached the early years of adolescence in 1918. At thirteen and fourteen, few were able to aid the war effort in any tangible way, other than knitting socks for soldiers or raising money for the Red Cross. A member of the middle generation grew up in a ‘time of insecurity, after an education that presupposed security, and was made to feel inferior simply because it had not fought for King and Country’ (Graves and Hodge, 1940: 271). This generation may not have fought or lost contemporaries, but they gained an inability to either attach themselves to the War or detach themselves from it. They were too young to stop the War or help it come to its end; they were too old to claim youthful innocence after the Armistice. Buchan, again in his article ‘The Echo of the Battle’, remarked, ‘I am by no means certain that they have not got to the point of regretting that in 1914 they were not ten years older’, a sentiment clearly distinct from the war memories of those who fought. The middle generation felt they lacked the opportunity to prove themselves that the war generation had during the War, and they spent their early adulthood begrudging this. 
	The life of Christopher Isherwood illustrates this point as he described a feeling of unconscious shame that he had not been old enough to participate in the Great War. In 1932 he penned his novel, The Memorial,​[5]​ about ‘the effect of the idea of “War” on [his] generation’ (1938: 296). Similarly, writing for the Oxford University undergraduate magazine, Isis, in 1924, Waugh declared, ‘What we want is another war… We have a great body of young men of all sorts of education just longing for another general disturbance’ (1983: 21). Later that year, on 12 November, Richard Viner reminisced in the Daily Express:
There came a foolish desire to go out somewhere and do something brave, but you’ve got to try and be more than just brave to make a recruiting sergeant believe you are over fifteen. ‘You wait a bit, sonny, you’ll get all the fighting you want.’ So we waited and waited, but all that came was just a resentment against our dreadful uselessness.
The same theme appeared in Terence Rattigan’s 1939 play After the Dance: David, one of the main characters, missed the War by a month, leading Helen to conclude this was the reason behind his, and other Bright Young People’s, excessive partying and drinking. 
Along with lacking the adventure of war, members of the middle generation also felt overlooked because of their inability to participate – a choice they did not make themselves – and struggled in the late 1920s to make themselves known. While Alan G. V. Simmonds (2012) claims the rise of the Bright Young People was an effort to forget the War in his recent study, Britain and World War One, it can be argued that it was more an effort not to be forgotten. As Patrick Balfour corrected surmised in the early 1930s, the young man of this generation ‘was from the outset at a disadvantage, for a still hysterical public was bound a priori to contrast him unfavourably with his counterpart of 1914. The very fact of his being alive was against him’ (1933: 153). Many believed those who had died must have volunteered first and were, therefore, the ‘best’ of English society (Stannard, 1986: 94). Ceremonies marked the anniversary of the end of the War, and King George V implemented the two-minute silence at the first anniversary of Armistice. In contrast to this silence, the middle generation, including the Bright Young People, were ‘hoping to exorcise noise with noise’ (Acton, 1984: 223). Furthermore, many who fought or lost their way of life in the Great War were reluctant to move on, leaving the middle generation perpetually waiting for their turn. In his article ‘Too Young at Forty,’ printed in the 22 January 1929 edition of the Evening Standard, Waugh gently reminded his readers that his generation ‘all have the earnest wish that people will soon realise that there is a younger generation’ that does not consist of ‘plump old soldiers whom we have so long looked upon as “modern”’. Waugh’s article expressed the middle generation’s feeling that they had been ignored for too long. While the entire middle generation faced post-war problems, the Bright Young People overcompensated for their previous lack of age and current lack of regard with fancy dress parties and modern fashions; and the attention given to them in the press gave them a name and presence to challenge the preponderance of the war generation.
	During the decade following the Armistice, the war generation dominated public consciousness through war memorials, statues, novels and memoirs. Written a day after the sixth anniversary of Armistice, 12 November 1924, Viner explained the feelings of those who were too young in the Daily Express:
Yesterday, besides our reverence, besides our homage, there was, perhaps, a little resentment in our hearts, a little envy of those who had the years to prove their manhood. For somehow, it seems, we are not such men as they are. 
Discussing the idea that ‘the men who had died were the finest of their generation, and that the fact of their dying somehow proved their wasted excellence’, Hynes points out that ‘the effects of that assumption upon those who survived was obviously great; if one had survived, one must have been less than those who died’ (1991: 317). 
	In the decade after the Armistice, Hemingway’s ‘lost generation’ reappeared prominently as war literature determined to accurately portray the Great War overwhelmed bookstores. As Balfour recalled a few years later, 
[War] memoirs and collections of published letters flooded the market – memoirs which gave the impression that British manhood had opened out into a flawed efflorescence in the millennium of 1914, only to be struck down in the perfect fulfilment of its being. (1933: 154)
Novels and memoirs published in 1928–29 such as Undertones of War by Edmund Blunden, All Quiet on the Western Front by Erich Maria Remarque, and Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man by Siegfried Sassoon vividly illustrated the horrors of trench warfare and the wasteful sacrifice of talented men to the feeble and futile efforts of both sides.​[6]​ Two other novels published around 1928 sharply contrasted this image of soldiers at war with each other with ‘a generation of bright young men at war with their elders’ (Fussell, 1975: 109). Aldous Huxley’s Point Counterpoint and Evelyn Waugh’s Vile Bodies cleverly satirized the juxtaposition of the generations at a time when the Bright Young People were determined to be noticed.​[7]​

Proving their worth
More than previous generations, the Bright Young People felt the need to achieve something grand to equal the war generation; and therefore, as Balfour said in the early 1930s, ‘Let us regard the Bright Young People with an impartial eye; for their various parties and exploits showed personality if nothing else. They were a sort of public demonstration against the dullness of social life’ (1933: 16). However, Balfour’s own correspondence with his mother shows a different opinion. In an undated letter, Balfour, a Bright Young Person, acknowledges that ‘life is absorbing to watch… the whole of life is incomparably exciting’ – a marked contrast to what he would later refer to as ‘dullness’ in Society Racket and evidence of his attempt to exonerate his social clique from the claim of frivolity and deviance (Balfour, 1926–1932). Balfour was not the only Bright Young Person to try his hand at writing. In response to the war memoirs published during the 1920s, an overwhelming majority of the Bright Young People published memoirs, collections of letters and even diaries including Harold Acton, Cecil Beaton, Allanah Harper, Diana Mitford, Brenda Dean Paul, Loelia Ponsonby, Anthony Powell, Daphne Vivian Fielding and Evelyn Waugh, not to mention the memoirs of other members of the middle generation such as Christopher Isherwood and Ethel Mannin. Several of these memoirs, particularly Paul’s My First Life in 1935 and Isherwood’s Lions and Shadows in 1938, appeared prior to World War II when the authors were no older than thirty-five – further evidence of their desire to make a name for themselves in their youth comparable to the eminence of the war generation.
Unfortunately for the middle generation, their lives seemed devoid of opportunities to prove themselves. Isherwood, in particular, proposed the idea of war as a test of manhood in his memoir, Lions and Shadows. Isherwood explained,
Like most of my generation, I was obsessed by a complex of terrors and longings connected with the idea ‘War’. ‘War’, in this purely neurotic sense, meant The Test. The test of your courage, of your maturity, of your sexual prowess: ‘Are you really a Man?’ Subconsciously, I believe, I longed to be subjected to this test. (1938: 75–76)
George Orwell was yet another member of the middle generation who ‘noted the tremendous feeling of guilt experienced by the young man born in the years after 1900 who, consequently, had managed to avoid military service’. In Orwell’s mind, ‘whatever feats he accomplished, he would always be compared, and nearly always unfavorably, with the war generation lost in the Flanders mud’ (Taylor, 2007: 55). Having just missed the War, the middle generation, as Isherwood and Orwell suggested, had to seek other adventures while they patiently waited for a legitimate chance to be tested.
The first opportunity coming on the heels of the Great War was the General Strike of 1921. At this point, the majority of the middle generation would have been sixteen and still too young to fully participate in a military effort to break the strike. Yet they attempted to ‘abandon studies or work and play at soldiering’, hoping to join the ranks of those who enlisted in 1914 (Hynes, 1991: 421). Evelyn Waugh documented the event in his diary entry dated 9 April 1921: 
A war fever has taken hold upon us just as it did in August 1914. All the week has been fiercely exciting with strike news… I am anxious to get some work, but the only people at present being called up are those over eighteen who can join for ninety days and to my disgust Mother and Father refuse to let me do this… It is quite exasperating. It looks as if we were going to have a civil war and I shall be out of it. I mean to try and get in somehow. (1976: 124)
Unlike the Great War, however, the strike did not turn into a major challenge, and the middle generation’s need to prove their worth remained unsatisfied.
	Five years later, in 1926, yet another General Strike offered the next opportunity and the first political event in which the Bright Young People and the middle generation, now twenty-one, were old enough to participate without parental consent. This time Waugh was determined to be involved. In an 11 May 1926 diary entry, Waugh stated, ‘I thought it would be as well to find some more useful way of serving “Jix” and the constitution so I went to a territorial barracks in Camden Town and joined a force called the Civil Constabulary Reserve’ (1976: 253). Reminiscing on the strike on 7 November 1926, John Buchan connected the actions of the younger generation with feelings left over from the Great War in the Sunday Chronicle: 
In the general strike of last May one could detect something of this feeling. Undergraduates, irrespective of tastes, aptitudes, physique, even in many case of political bias, departed the first day like a flight of curlews. They put their hands to every kind of unfamiliar job, and such was their gusto and willingness that they ended by doing it well. 
One young man, I remember, wholly refused to listen to the voice of common sense and consider his approaching ‘schools’. ‘No fear!’ he declared. ‘We have got our chance – just as you blighters had yours ten years ago.’
Although longer than the 1921 strike, the 1926 strike lasted only nine days, and again, the middle generation’s desire to test themselves remained unfulfilled. 
	Ten years later, many of the middle generation became involved in the highly politicized Spanish Civil War, through fighting in the International Brigades, such as Orwell who explained his decision to fight ‘partly as an expiation of his sense of guilt at not having fought the Great War’ (Miles and Smith, 1987:67), or aiding the humanitarian effort, such as Bright Young People Nancy Mitford and Gavin Henderson, now Lord Faringdon. Other Bright Young People, such as Diana Mitford, now married to the leader of the British Union of Fascists Oswald Mosley, supported the Nationalists, although the side they chose to support is not as important as the action of choosing itself as the official British policy was neutrality. Waugh, so eager to be involved in a political struggle, also supported Franco – partly due to his conversion to Catholicism in 1930 – and made his feelings clear in Nancy Cunard’s pamphlet, ‘Authors Take Sides on the Spanish Civil War’: ‘If I were a Spaniard I should be fighting for General Franco. As an Englishman I am not in the predicament of choosing between two evils. I am not a Fascist nor shall I become one unless it were the only alternative to Marxism’ (1937). Yet with the outbreak of World War II in 1939, Waugh finally saw the first real conflict in which Britain directly participated and threw himself wholeheartedly behind a war effort fighting fascism, choosing involvement over ideology in a war that saw Britain side with the Soviet Union. Unfortunately for many of the middle generation, at this point, approaching their mid-thirties, they were too old to fight. When Waugh was turned down for military service, he remarked that ‘there seemed to be no demand for middle-aged “cannon fodder”’, and he was destined forever to be part ‘of the generation who were too young to fight in the first war and too old for the second’ (Byrne, 2010: 272, 270).
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^1	  Although ‘post-war’ is typically used to define the years after WWII, the term was used in the interwar period to describe the post-WWI generation, and this usage will be maintained throughout.
^2	  This article uses the Bright Young People to identify one way in which the middle generation reacted to its feelings of resentment and the changing environment in Britain during the late 1920s. Further research is needed into other social classes and regions in Britain to determine how other divisions of the middle generation were affected. 
^3	  They were also used interchangeably. For the sake of consistency, Bright Young People will be used in this article unless the term Bright Young Things appears in a quotation.
^4	  The male Bright Young People were overwhelmingly educated at Eton and Oxford. Two notable deviations from this pattern included Waugh, who attended Lancing prior to Oxford, and Beaton who attended Harrow and Cambridge. Both came from middle-class backgrounds but gained connections through their university education and extraordinary artistic talents.
^5	  In The Memorial, the protagonist, Eric Vernon, parallels Isherwood’s own life in his attending Cambridge and his internal conflict between living up to his father’s heroic life of sacrifice in the War and feelings of jealousy toward his father’s best friend, Edward Blake, a war survivor who moves to Berlin to enjoy the 1920s nightlife and pursue meaningless relationships.
^6	  In his autobiography, Undertones of War, Blunden recalls his devastating experiences of trench warfare at the battles of the Somme, Ypres and Passchendaele as nothing more than murder of men and the hopes of men. All Quiet on the Western Front follows an idealistic young German soldier, Paul Baumer, and his classmates into the trenches of the Great War where their idealism is shattered. Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man is a fictional depiction of Sasson’s own wartime experiences that shows trench warfare to be degrading and frustrating rather than heroic and honourable.
^7	  Point Counterpoint weaves a complex storyline of intertwining characters and plot. Huxley based several characters on real figures including Nancy Cunard, D.H. Lawrence, Katherine Mansfield, Oswald Mosley, and John Middleton Murray, adding to the novel’s value as a social commentary on the 1920s. Published in 1930, Vile Bodies satirizes the world of the Bright Young People. The protagonist, Adam Fenwick-Symes, spends the novel pursuing his love, Nina, while indulging in constant partying, drinking, and promiscuous sex. It ends with the breakdown of Adam and Nina’s engagement and Adam’s service on the battlefield of another world war.
